A few years ago I began to re-see my classroom as a community, not only a place where students will have opportunities to develop as readers and writers, but also one where students will develop an understanding ofthe responsibilities ofparticipating and contributing to the larger community which includes the landscape, as well as the human community.
Conviction
Recently, I attended with a group ofpeople a screening of the documentary film Conviction at Siena Heights University. The film recounts the events that led up to the arrests, convictions, and sentencing of three nuns (Sisters Ardeth Platte, OP (Order ofPreachers); Jackie
Hudson, OP; and Carol Gilbert, OP) whose "crime"
amounted to a performance art piece at a nuclear missile site that was intended to send a message to American government officials that the people ofearth need nuclear disarmament.
After viewing the film, our small group gathered around a table to talk about it. The group was composed of an executive assistant for a peace and social justice organization, a full-time mother of three, a nun who works in South Africa with women impacted by AIDS in a community of eighty percent unemployment, two college students (history/religion and writing/religion), an organic farm worker, and a teacher. We talked about civil disobedience, the Sisters' use of symbol, the "two where nearly half of the students qualifY for free and reduced lunch, I think about the ongoing, exhausting challenges: students with no or low motivation' , absenteeism and truancy; mistrust of "the system" and of me because I'm an authority in it; the effects of substance abuse, domestic violence, and poverty ....
Inevitably, some students will fail the course; some will drop out of school; some will disrupt and be sent to the principal's office. Some will become parents; some will go to jaiL Many will not pass the ACT or Michigan Merit Exam.
Success with this student population must focus on a sense of responsibility to the earth community, in terms of fostering human connections and a strong sense of community. I must constantly ask myself, "How can American Literature be structured and experienced so that students can connect with themselves, with the local landscape, and with the community?" One ofthe most democratic community-building strategies available to teachers is amazingly simple, and yet, maybe because it is so simple it is often overlooked: arranging student desks in a circle significantly alters classroom Before my next class discussion, I went into the woods at a nearby park, found a stick that I liked, tied yellow, red, black, and white ribbons to it to symbolize the four directions (as I learned them from Lakota elders) and brought it to class.
Literary Connections
When it came time to discuss the literature, we pulled our desks into a circle and talked about the reading selections, following two simple rules: talk only when you have the stick; and speak honestly and respectfully from the heart.
The circle arrangement communicates the idea that we are all important members of a learning community in a physical way that doesn't happen when students look at the backs of their classmates from rows. It may not be able to address the barriers to full economic participation, but the circle is a powerful tool for dismantling social barriers. As a teacher who strives to create a democratic learning community, I don't want to encourage class discussions that give the floor to a small, vocal minority. I want every student to participate in class discussion, and I want our conversations to be meaningful explorations of American history and culture as they connect to the lives we're living. I want the conversations that we have in Room A125 to be part of a learning experience that transforms lives. Talking Circle is a powerful tool in creating that kind of experience for students.
For each unit of study (approaching literature chronologically), a hand-out provided at the beginning of the unit provides the Talking Circle prompts to guide students' thinking over the two or three weeks when they're reading the selections, taking notes, and writing reading responses. Providing prompts ahead of time is a democratic practice, because it allows students plenty of time to think about what they'd like to say in Talking Circle, rather than giving the advantage to students who think and speak more quickly. In a classroom with a wide range of abilities, students need time to prepare and possibly try ideas out in less formal conversations before they speak to the whole group. Of course, this doesn't mean that every student takes advantage of this preparation time. In fact, many students, especially early in the trimester, do not look at the discussion prompts until it is actually time for the discussion to take place. Still, I remain committed to providing them with the opportunity to prepare ahead of time, and as the trimester progresses, some students do begin to use the time to think about the prompts while they read the selections. The transformation from strangers to family does not mean thatthe classroom community will be free ofconflict. We're still working with people who have very difficult lives, people who are faced with such enormous challenges that it is difficult for them to focus on school. No, establishing a nurturing community does not mean that teaching general classes will be smooth sailing. That said, it is possible to work with students to create a classroom community that functions like a family to support each other and show respect in the face of differences of background, personality, and opinion.
Last year an ongoing situation in my first hour class was having negative affects on my classroom atmosphere and had begun to darken my mood for the entire day. Three bright, funny, and well-liked students in that class had developed a habit of making negative remarks about the class, about assignments, and about me in the transitional period between the mini-lesson and work time. The situation looked and felt like a discipline issue, but I suspected that the students were reacting to the discomfort they felt as they faced difficult academic tasks. Although they
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I made several attempts to get them to change their behavior: first, I talked to the whole class about the kind of environment we wanted to create and asked the students to consciously work on it with me. The negative behavior continued. Next, we looked at a behavior rubric that described appropriate and inappropriate classroom Everyone seemed to agree that the best way for Partner A to be able to complete the task was to be respectful in making the request and appreciative of the help received. In late September I looked at the number of students who had completed their Genre Model Analysis assignment, and I knew I had a problem. In first hour, only a few had completed it, and in second hour, only two. Selecting and analyzing genre models is a crucial step in the writing process, giving students practice recognizing and using genre features in their own writing. It was time to revisit and reteach and call upon the strength of the community members to help each other over this wall.
When students came to class, I asked them to, "Please take out your Genre Model Analysis. This is a crucial step in completing the multi-genre project, because these models will provide you with ideas, tools and techniques to use in your own pieces. We'll spend the class period working on it until everyone has it done." After a few minutes, all but a couple ofstudents had completed the task, and those who were not yet finished understood what they needed to do. They said they had finish by morning.
Because so many had not completed the genre model analysis, most students were unable to begin using the information they had gathered while taking field notes at their research site earlier (a part of the multi-genre assignment described below). Amanda and Hank were the exceptions. I asked everyone to take a seat and explained that now we were ready to move forward to the next step: A couple ofyears ago, I had fallen behind in my end of-term assignments, and the only day I would be able to get all the students together before summer vacation was exam day. At our school, exams are optional for students who have earned a B in the course and who have met the attendance requirement. A few days before exams, I made a special request. I said, "I know that several of you can opt out of the exam period for the class, but I'm going to ask you to come to class. I think it is important that since we started together, we end together. I won't give a test. We'll just have a chance to get together one more time before summer, and we'll talk about some of the memories we've made in this class." I knew that those who could exempt might choose to do so, and I realized that students who had failed the course might opt out as well, but I hoped they wouldn't.
When exam day arrived, every student had come to class. I was pleasantly surprised, because a day when all class members were present was unusual in itself, but a day of full attendance when there was nothing at stake felt like a miracle. I was happy, and I said something to the students about how by showing up when they didn't have to, they had given each other and me a very special gift.
When it was Will's turn to speak, he said, "I'm glad ms. eddy made us do this. I think it's a good thing to be together...you never know-next year at this time, one ofus might not be sitting here ...It could be your best friend."
At first, I thought, "Hey, wait a minute! I didn't make you do this. I simply asked." Then, it dawned on me that around the circle heads were shaking in agreement with Will.
He had hit upon something important. The community we had created together had become something that the students valued, something that would be missed. As I looked around
